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Recently, BLM enpl oyees received enmails concerning a case of dermal
exposure to knapweed and purported to cause benign tunors. Qur
Toxi col ogi st, Dr. Karl Ford, has researched the topic and concl uded
t hat whil e knapweed does appear to be poi sonous to |ivestock which
i ngest sufficient anounts of knapweed, there is no evidence that
dermal exposure to knapweed causes cancer. However, to avoid
dermal reactions to knapweed or any other noxi ous weed, as a
precaution, gloves should be worn in handling the plant.

Bef ore di scussi ng knapweed specifically, it is inportant to note
that many plants are poi sonous in one way or another. Sone plants
are poi sonous on ingestion to livestock or humans. Qher plants
cause inflammation (irritation or dermatitis) on contact. The
physical type fromspines is called either skin irritation or is
sonetinmes called contact dermatitis; whereas the chem cal type via
allergy or sensitization (e.g., poison ivy, poison oak) is called
allergic contact dermatitis. Plants have evol ved these defenses as
a nmeans of protection. Therefore, it is not unusual to observe
injury fromcontact with certain plants. However, it is unusua
to associate tunors with contact from pl ants.

Knapweed bel ongs to the genus Centaurea. Mbst of the toxicol ogy
literature available on this genus applies to the Russian knapweed,
Centaurea repens. This plant contains a pharmacol ogically active
chem cal conplex called repin, a nmenber of the famly called nore
generally as sesquiterpene | actones (SQs). These SQ.s have been
found in many plants (e.g., the poisonous range plants bitterweed,
smal | head sneezeweed, yellow starthistle) and have been responsible
for severe | osses of grazing |ivestock. Also, SQs are found in
liverworts, ragweed and chrysant henuns. After poison ivy and

poi son oak, SQ.s account for nost cases of allergic human contact



dermatitis. Unlike poison ivy, which sensitizes a |arge part of
t he popul ation, even those who appear to have casual contact,
plants containing SQLs require |long and intinmate contact before
sensitization occurs.

When i ngested by horses, repin from Russi an knapweed has been
associ ated with a novenent di sorder and encephal omal aci a sinmul ati ng
Par ki nson’ s di sease. Repi n has been found to be toxic to ani nal
brain cells. Interestingly, several SQs related to repin have
been denonstrated to be effective anti-tunor agents, indicating
prom se as chenot herapeutic agents in the treatnent of cancer

Knapweed occurs throughout the west in species such as spotted
knapweed, diffuse knapweed, and Russi an knapweed. These are
exotic, aggressive, noxious, weedy species and, as such, are
subj ect to weed control by BLM and ot her agencies. One conmon
control method is hand pulling so as to renove the roots and
effectively kill the plant.

As a matter of course, any BLM personnel pulling weeds are advi sed
to wear |eather work gloves to protect the hands from abrasi ons and
blisters. Knapweed and ot her weeds typically have spines or other
defenses to protect them and wearing gloves will protect personne
from physical and chem cal injury from noxi ous or poisonous plants.

In summary, while knapweed does appear to be poisonous to |livestock
whi ch ingest sufficient anounts of knapweed, there is no evidence

t hat derrmal exposure to knapweed causes cancer.

Pl ease contact Karl Ford at 303-236-6622, if you have any questions
on this subject.
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